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When Merrie and Dick Thomas moved to Miami Beach from new iofk, mey seu.eu on *ouu. — 



Streets pulse with new style, v 


ART DECO /from 1H 


South Beach investment has 
exceeded $165 million in the last 
18 months, and the changes are 
everywhere. Hammer blows echo 
through the district’s narrow al¬ 
leyways as contractors tear apart 
and rebuild old hotels. Up and 
down the avenues, green dumps¬ 
ters piled high with rubble are 
parked curbside in front of gutted 
buildings. 

This surge of activity comes 
after decades of decline. South 
Beach slipped from a middle-class 
resort in the 1940s to borderline 
slum in the 70s. The elderly and 
the poor inherited the densely 
developed neighborhood. Aged 
people in hotel deck chairs became 
a symbol of the place. The image 
quickly snuffed tourism. 

The first hint of a turnaround 
came eight years ago, when the 
federal government designated the 
neighborhood a national historic 
district. The area, east of Alton 
Road between Dade Boulevard 
and Sixth Street, contains 800 
buildings. It is the youngest 
historic district in the country, and 
the second largest. 

Despite national attention, the 
city of Miami Beach was slow to 
recognize its potential. South 
Beach was officially viewed as a 
culprit undermining the tax base. 
As the fortunes of the district 
improve, so does the city’s atti¬ 
tude. 

“This revival is still very fragile, 
but we are committed to it 100 
percent,” said Stuart Rogel, the 
city’s redevelopment director. 
“Until recently, the city had the 
idea that nothing was worth 
saving in the Art Deco District. It 
looked old, it looked bad and we 
wanted to get rid of it. Now we 
realize we are sitting on top of a 
resource of immense value.” 

In the early ’80s, one company 
bought seven Art Deco hotels, 
attempted to restore them and ran 
deeply into the red. The failure 
confirmed skeptics’ doubts about 
the district. This time, the dollar 
amount of South Beach invest¬ 
ment is many times greater and 
it’s coming from more people. 


‘Almost unstoppable* 


A mermaid lounges on a wall poolside at the Senator Hotel, whieh is threatened with demolition. 


‘Until recently, the city had the idea that nothing was worth saving in the Art 
Deco District. It looked old, it looked bad and we wanted to get rid of it. Now 
we realize we are sitting on top of a resource of immense value. 

Stuart Rogel, Miami Beach redevelopment dire< 


“I was here the first time, when 
the Carlyle Hotel went bust,” said 
John Yarling, a drummer whose 
blues band plays at The Tropics 
International restaurant on Ocean 
Drive. ‘‘This time it seems much 
more real — you know, almost 
unstoppable. I'd even buy a Beach 
place myself, if I had room for a 
music studio.” 

i The renovation of Deco apart¬ 
ment houses is attracting a new 
middle class. 

Merrie and Dick Thomas, expa¬ 
triate New Yorkers, say they 
yvouldn’t have moved to Florida if 
it weren’t for South Beach. 

! “We wouldn’t be happy in a 
Levittown suburb,” said Merrie 
Thomas. “The white, middle-class 
environment doesn’t do it for us. 
§he is a manager at The Strand, a 


new restaurant on Washington 
Avenue. Dick Thomas works for a 
Miami advertising firm, but would 
like to open his own business in 
South Beach. 

They rent a four-bedroom 
apartment facing Flamingo Park. 
The couple, who lived in a 
gentrified area of Manhattan, 
discovered South Beach while on 
vacation a little more than a year 
ago. , . 

“We’re urban people by na¬ 
ture,” Dick Thomas said. “Unfor¬ 
tunately, the cost of living in New 
York finally drove us out. South 
Beach has the urban feel that we 
like, but none of the expense.” 

In Manhattan’s Upper West- 
Side, where the Thomases had 
lived, rent levels typically exceed 
$1,500 a month for a one-bedroom 
apartment. By contrast, a renovat¬ 
ed one-bedroom flat in South 
Beach costs $450 to $600 a month. 
Untouched apartments in the dis¬ 
trict rent for $200 to $300 a 
month. 

While the Thomases like their 
new community, its schools trou¬ 


ble them. Next year, they plan to 
enroll their 10-year-old daughter 
in private school. 

“South Beach is turning around, 
but it will take a lot more than a 
year or two,” Merrie Thomas said. 
“It’s not going to change as 
quickly as the developers say it 
will.” 

Real estate investors prefer to 
talk about how much South Beach 
has changed already. 

“Two years ago, this was still 
the elephants’ burial ground,” said 
John Allan, a Jacksonville real 
estate investor who came to 
Miami Beach this spring in search 
of property. “There wasn’t a thing 
here to attract anyone with 
money. I see that as changing, and 
changing fast.” 

Allan schedules lunch dates at 
any of a half-dozen newly opened 
restaurants. At noon, the eateries 
are chockablock with developers, 
often sharing tables. 

“Usually there’s not a lot of 
communication between develop¬ 
ers,” Allan said over a crab meat 
salad. ‘‘It’s different here. We 


realize it could either work or it 
could fizzle and we could all fall 
on our faces.” 

The word in South Beach today 
is hang together or hang separate¬ 
ly. Thirty new businesses in the 
district have formed an alternative 
chamber of commerce called The 
Network. 


Chamber was opposed 


“The Miami Beach Chamber of 
Commerce was very much op¬ 
posed to the Art Deco District in 
the beginning,” said Woody Von- 
drecek, president of The Network 
and owner of Graphics Modeme 
on Washington Avenue. “We 
were doing something that was 
alien to traditional Miami Beach. 
We’re scratching and gouging for 
business in a neighborhood that 
was filled with people carrying 
clubs five years ago.” 

Vondrecek, who opened his 
printing shop in 1981, said the 
growing amount of investment is 
bringing credibility to South 
Beach businesses. 


“A year ago, we had only 
developers working here,” he 
“Now we have half a dozen. * 
may not be many, but we call 
threefold increase.” 

The city has helped at' 
investment through a condei 
tion program. City Manager 
Parkins said that since 1 
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ettled on South Beach for ‘the urban feel we like.’ 


BRIAN SMITH 


Miami Herald Staff 
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1, which is threatened with demolition. 


nothing was worth saving in the Art 
and we wanted to get rid of it. Now 
~e of immense value.’ 

Stuart Rogel, Miami Beach redevelopment director 


lize it could either work or it 
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lang together or hang Separate- 
Thirty new businesses in the 
rict have formed an alternative 
mber of commerce called The 
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“A year ago, we had only two 
developers working here," he said. 
“Now we have half a dozen. That 
may not be many, but we call it a 
threefold increase." 

The city has helped attract 
investment through a condemna¬ 
tion program. City Manager Rob 
Parkins said that since 1985, 
Miami Beach has condemned 31 
substandard buildings. Eighteen 
have been sold to redevelopers. 

While property condemnation 
has increased the supply of avail¬ 
able real estate and reduces urban 
blight, it isn’t the only govern¬ 
ment incentive for investing in the 
district. South Beach’s historic 
status means dollars to developers 
with money, guts and a good tax 
lawyer. 

Under the 1986 federal tax act, 
deductions are preserved for res¬ 
toration of designated historic 
buildings. The write-offs defray 
some costs of rehabilitation and 
make it easier for redevelopers to 
get investors for their projects. 

Gerry Sanchez, a Cuban-Ameri- 
can who built a major historic 


restoration company in New York 
City, was one of the first major 
redevelopers to come to South 
Beach. In the last year and a half, 
he has taken tax deductions to 
restore three Ocean Drive hotels. 

“When I came to Miami Beach 
from New York 16 months ago, I 
saw paradise,” Sanchez said. “I 
was a pioneer here. A year and a 
half ago, only pioneers and risk 
takers were interested in this 
place. I like a good risk.” 

Sanchez concentrated on Ocean 
Drive hotels, buying and renovat¬ 
ing the Waldorf Towers, the 
Edison and the Breakwater. He 
also bought the Amsterdam Pal¬ 
ace, an apartment building pat¬ 
terned after Christopher Colum¬ 
bus’ residence in the Dominican 
Republic. Sanchez wants to re¬ 
store the Amsterdam this summer. 

“It’s a very special building,” 
Sanchez said. “I would like to 
build a statue of Columbus on the 
beach in front of the Amsterdam 
and it would be bigger than the 
Statue of Liberty.” 

Sanchez’s holdings are near the 
center of historic Ocean Drive, a 
portion of the street stretching 
from Sixth to 15th streets. In the 
last several years, Sanchez and 
three other developers have cor¬ 
nered the majority of Ocean 
Drive’s historic real estate. 

Mel Schlesser, another trans¬ 
planted New Yorker, recently 
bought six South Beach buildings 
with three partners. Two are on 
Ocean Drive. 

“There is a sense of pioneering 
for those of us coming here,” 
Schlesser said. “A lot of people in 
Miami can’t see what we see. We 
see it as an important cultural 
neighborhood in the making. It’s 
culture with sunshine and a 
beach.” 

Schlesser owns the Winterhav- 
en Hotel and a small apartment 
building on Ocean Drive. Right 
now, he is converting the former 
Alamac Hotel on Collins Avenue 
into an apartment building. Next, 
he will begin restoring the Goth¬ 
am, a condemned Euclid Avenue 
hotel, and the Ritz, a Deco 
landmark on Collins. 

Joint management 

Royale Group, the first of the 
new generation of developers, 
bought seven Art Deco hotels in 
1983 and has added several prop¬ 
erties to the collection since. Its 
holdings include the Carlyle, the 
Cardozo, the Leslie and the Tides. 

The Carlyle, which was the first 
hotel with a bar and restaurant on 
Ocean Drive, has remained popu¬ 
lar. Royale owns most of the 
hotels between 11th and 13th 
streets. Jacob Der Hagopian Jr., 
the company’s executive vice 
president, said once renovations 
are complete, all 450 rooms in the 
hotels will be managed as though 
they are in one building. 

“We realize we have created 
something very valuable here,” 
Der Hagopian said. “People love 
the architecture, and these build- 
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